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INTRODUCTION 

This historic context statement was prepared at the request of the City of Riverside (City). In 

December 2022, the City contracted with Historic Resources Group (HRG) to prepare a LGBTQ+1 

Historic Context Statement. As a focused study, this document is limited in scope to LGBTQ+ 

history in Riverside and is intended to supplement other existing studies.2 This project will serve as 

a foundation for historic preservation planning efforts regarding LGBTQ+ resources in Riverside 

going forward.  

This historic context statement is divided into two sections. Section 1 provides a narrative 

overview of significant milestones of LGBTQ+ history in the United States and their association 

with people and events in Riverside. Section 2 outlines the established eligibility criteria for 

designation at the federal, state, and local levels and provides guidance for the evaluation of 

potential historic resources that are associated with LGBTQ+ history in Riverside.3 Because 

scholarship of LGBTQ+ history in Riverside and known potential resources date to the relatively 

recent past, the eligibility standards in Section 2 are structured so that they can be expanded and 

refined as research on this aspect of Riverside’s history continues.  

This historic context statement is intended to be a living document that is updated as additional 

scholarship about LGBTQ+ history in Riverside is completed, and as time progresses and 

properties that have a recent association with LGBTQ+ history become eligible for historic 

designation. The project follows guidance and standards developed by the National Park Service 

and the California State Office of Historic Preservation for conducting historic resources studies; 

specifically, the project is being developed using the National Register of Historic Places Multiple 

Property Documentation (MPD) approach. Guiding documents include:  

 The Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for Preservation Planning 

 National Register Bulletin No. 15: How to Apply the National Criteria for Evaluation 

 National Register Bulletin 16A: How to Complete the National Register Nomination Form 

 National Register Bulletin No. 16B: How to Complete the National Register Multiple Property 

Documentation Form 

 National Register Bulletin No. 24: Guidelines for Local Surveys: A Basis for Preservation 

Planning 

 The California Office of Historic Preservation’s Instructions for Recording Historical 

Resources 

 

 
1 The acronym LGBTQ+ references “lesbian,” “gay,” “bisexual,” “transgender/transsexual” and “queer” or “questioning.” The plus sign (+) 
has also been added to capture all non-heteronormative identities not specified in the acronym. 
2 For more information on the general history of Riverside, see current studies maintained by the City. Historic surveys and studies are 
made available to the public via the City’s website at: https://riversideca.gov/historic/surveys.asp. The Citywide Historic Modernism 
Context Statement (2009) contains a comprehensive history of the city’s development. Other groups in Riverside have also received 
greater in-depth investigation through focused studies, including the history of the Latino, Chinese American, and Japanese American 
communities. 
3 Following additional research, properties mentioned in the narrative will be identified as extant or not extant. 
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The historic context statement is intended to establish a baseline history of the LGBTQ+ 

community in Riverside and provide a framework for evaluating potential historical resources. 

The development of this historic context statement is part of a larger City effort to recognize 

LGBTQ+ history in Riverside. In addition to this historic context statement, the City and 

students and staff from the University of California, Riverside (UCR) are preparing a story map 

and conducting oral histories to document the people, places, and stories of the LGBTQ+ 

community in Riverside. The oral history project gives voice to the community members who 

made notable contributions to this history; their stories are also referenced in this document.  

Contributors & Acknowledgements 

This project was a collaborative effort between the City of Riverside, Historic Resources Group 

(HRG), and the University of California, Riverside (UCR). The project was completed under the 

direction of the City’s Community & Economic Development Department Planning Division and 

managed by Scott K. Watson, Historic Preservation Officer. Additional assistance was provided by 

Katie Dunlap, Planning Technician.  

The HRG project team consisted of Alexandra Perlman, Senior Architectural Historian and 

principal author; Christine Lazzaretto, Managing Principal; John LoCascio, Principal Architect; and 

Kristen Norton, Associate Historian. All are qualified professionals who meet or exceed the 

relevant Secretary of the Interior’s Standards Professional Qualification Standards.  

Dr. Catherine Gudis, Associate Professor at UCR, provided invaluable time and expertise 

throughout the project, and made significant contributions to the historic context statement. HRG 

is also grateful to the graduate students of the Public History/Preservation Practicum class at UCR 

who provided additional research during the early stages of the project: Stacy Flores, Rocio Gomez, 

Christella Maldonado, Sierra Mitchell, Josh Rawley, Xavier Resendez, Aarohi Raval, Lu Orona, and 

Jillian (Jill) Surdzial. Dr. Catherine Gudis and Jill Surdzial led the oral history component of the 

project.  

The project team is indebted to Philip (“Cassie”) Bailey, Chani Beeman, Talene Salmaszadeh 

Beuchu, Jane Carney, Caroline (Connie) Confer, Maggie Hawkins, Rev. Benita Ramsey, Toi 

Thibodeaux, and Nancy Jean Tubbs, among others, for their willingness to be interviewed for this 

project; their participation was instrumental to this study. 

The project team is further grateful for members of the community who contributed valuable 

research information and suggestions related to the people and places associated with LGBTQ+ in 

Riverside. The project team would like to extend their sincere gratitude to Councilmembers Erin 

Edwards and Clarissa Cervantes for their support and leadership on this project.  



 

Historic Resources Group               Riverside LGBTQ+ Historic Context Statement   3

SCOPE AND METHODOLOGY 

Research Methodology and Limitations 

Research into the LGBTQ+ past in Riverside required a nontraditional approach to traditional 

archives and resources. For the history of the LGBTQ+ community in Riverside, there is limited 

secondary source material; therefore, this study relied heavily on primary sources where available. 

Moreover, because nonconforming gender and sexual identities were criminalized, medicalized, 

and persecuted, secrecy permeated many records until the mid-twentieth century. Prior to the 

LGBTQ+ rights movement, in general, few people publicly identified as “gay” or “lesbian,” and for 

the most part were not public about their sexuality. This means that documentation of their lives 

and activities in available archival materials is rare, and often difficult to identify. As such, research 

for this historic context statement was conducted in nonconventional sources, including court and 

police records, and through first-person accounts where possible. The following repositories were 

consulted for this study: 

 University of California Riverside (UCR) Special Collections and University Archives 

 Riverside Public Library 

 Riverside National Archives 

 Patton State Hospital Museum 

 March Field Air Museum 

 Museum of Riverside 

 Riverside Superior Court Records  

 Gale: Archives of Sexuality and Gender 

 CSUN Bern and Bonnie Bullough Collection on Sex and Gender 

 Mazer Lesbian Archive 

 California State Archives 

 Google Scholar: Case Law 

 Historical Newspapers 

Several LGBTQ+ historic context statements provided helpful guidance for researching and 

organizing this study, including the Los Angeles Citywide Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Transgender 

Historic Context Statement (2014) by GPA Consulting, Carson Anderson, and Wes Joe; Citywide 

Historic Context Statement for LGBTQ History in San Francisco (March 2016) by Donna J. Graves 

and Shayne E. Watson; Historic Context Statement for LGBT History in New York City (May 2018) 

by Jay Shockley with contributions by Amanda Davis, Andrew Dolkart, and Ken Lustbader; 

Historic Context Statement for Washington’s LGBTQ Resources (September 2019) by Rebecca 

Graham and Kisa Hooks; and Maryland LGBTQ Historic Context Study (September 30, 2020) by 

Susan Ferentinos and Benjamin Egerman, among others.  

Terminology has dramatically evolved over the past several centuries and continues to change on a 

regular basis. In order to locate archival materials, the project team used those historical terms that 

would have been employed during the period studied and thereby provide the most accurate 
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results. Many historical records include terms that reflect the attitudes and biases of their time, 

some of which are today considered prejudicial, outmoded, and offensive.4 

Additionally, certain historically underrepresented groups within the larger LGBTQ+ community 

(including African American, Native American, Latino, Asian American, Muslim, Jewish, bisexual, 

transgender, and queer, among others) remain inadequately documented in available sources about 

the LGBTQ+ community in Riverside and nationwide. We acknowledge and hope this historic 

context statement serves as a living document that will continue to be expanded as additional 

information and history is brought to light. 

Period and Scope of Study  

The study area for the project reflects the current boundaries of the City of Riverside. The scope of 

this historic context statement covers national, State, and local events and movements in order to 

provide a broad framework for understanding local LGBTQ+ history in Riverside. The period of 

study begins with a discussion of gender fluidity associated with the earliest inhabitants of the 

area, namely the Cahuilla, Luiseño/Juaneño, Serrano, and Tongva Native Americans , and ends in 

2003.  

The 2003 end date for this study was chosen for several reasons. In general, significant, 

documented events associated with the LGBTQ+ rights movement took place in major urban 

centers in the United States, such as New York, San Francisco, Los Angeles, and Chicago, and did 

not reach smaller cities and communities, such as Riverside, until much later; or there is little 

documentation of LGBTQ+ history in places outside of large urban centers from earlier periods. 

Therefore, there are relatively few known resources in Riverside that pre-date the 1970s and 

1980s.  

Important events in LGBTQ+ history of Riverside took place in 2003, which is now 20 years in the 

past. The identification and preservation of resources significant for their association with 

LGBTQ+ history is relatively rare, both in Riverside and nationwide, and as a result these resources 

are threatened.5 Therefore, it is appropriate to consider a broader period of study to allow for the 

identification of potential resources before they are lost. In this way, this document also provides 

the groundwork for future studies in Riverside and the identification of resources associated with 

the more recent past. The end date of study was also chosen to be consistent with other context 

statements related to LGBTQ+ history in California. For example, the San Diego LGBT Historic 

 
4 For a list of common terms previously in use, as well as general guidance on researching sexuality and gender identity history see: 

“How To Look for Records of Gay, Lesbian, and Bisexual History,” National Archives United Kingdom, accessed on January 19, 023 at: 

https://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/help-with-your-research/research-guides/gay-lesbian-history/; “Gay and Lesbian Studies,” New 

York Public Library, accessed on January 19, 2023 at: https://www.nypl.org/collections/nypl-recommendations/guides/gay-lesbian-

studies 
5 As stated by historian Susan Ferentinos, “…Knowledge of the LGBTQ past, and the preservation of resources related to it, is still 
relatively rare…LGBTQ historic sites hide in plain sight and are in danger of being lost before we can assess their significance.” Susan 
Ferentinos, “Beyond the Bar: Types of Properties Related to LGBTQ History,” Change Over Time 8, no. 2 (Fall 2018): 145. 
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Context statement covered history up to 25 years in the past, and the San Francisco LGBTQ 

Historic Context Statement includes events approximately 20 years in the past.  

Guidelines for Evaluation 

A property may be designated as historic by national, state, and local authorities. In order for a 

building to qualify for listing in the National Register, the California Register of Historical 

Resources (California Register), or as a local landmark, it must meet one or more identified criteria 

of significance. The property must also retain sufficient integrity to continue to evoke the sense of 

place and time with which it is historically associated. 

This historic context statement provides guidance for listing at the federal, state, and local levels, 

according to the established criteria and integrity thresholds. In general, a higher integrity 

threshold is needed for listing in the National Register of Historic Places; properties that may not 

retain sufficient integrity for listing in the National Register may be eligible for the California 

Register or for local designation. In addition, properties that have achieved significance within the 

past 50 years must be “exceptionally important” as outlined in National Register Criteria 

Consideration G. In general, evaluation criteria focus on four overarching concepts: 

1. Properties associated with historic events. 

2. Properties associated with significant people. 

3. Properties that are significant for their design, architectural style, or association with a 

significant architect. 

4. Properties that have potential archaeological significance.6 

These concepts are included in the designation criteria for listing at the federal, state, and local 

levels. In general, properties associated with those aspects of LGBTQ+ history discussed in this 

study will be eligible for an association with an important event or person. Section 2 provides 

additional information about criteria for designation and the evaluation of potentially eligible 

properties.  

Intersectionality 

The concept of intersectionality attempts to address the diverse voices within a community, and 

the layers of nuanced history of specific communities. By their very nature, in thematic studies 

such as this one, cross-group connections and intersectional identities are often not adequately 

addressed. Associating resources or buildings with one group of people over another “…runs the 

risk of denying the layering of history and the shared streets of the present.”7 As described by 

historians Donna Graves and Gail Dubrow, “applying a single lens of gender, race or ethnicity, 

sexuality or any category of social analysis to the practice of historic preservation risks 

 
6 Archaeological significance is outside of the scope of this project. 
7 Donna Graves and Gail Dubrow, “Taking Intersectionality Seriously: Learning from LGBTQ Heritage Initiatives for Historic 

Preservation,” Public Historian 41, no. 2 (2019), 310. 
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misrepresenting the layered histories of place and forecloses possibilities for political mobilization 

across identity lines in the interest of fostering greater social cohesion.”8 As such, resources 

included in this document have a nuanced history that deserves in-depth exploration.  

Notes on Terminology 

The language used to discuss sexuality and gender is constantly evolving. Terminology used over 

the past few centuries can be highly fraught and prejudiced by today’s standards, while also 

reflecting the generally held beliefs that defined each historical era. Such terminology has been the 

subject of debate amongst scholars.  

This historic context statement recognizes that there is a sensitivity in the application of certain 

terms for LGBTQ+ history and seeks to use appropriate and generally accepted terminology. 

Specifically, this document uses terms and phrases that would have been present at the time of an 

account, when possible. It does so not out of adoption of those terms inherently, but rather to 

better couch events and people within their appropriate historic context. In situations where no 

accurate terminology exists, umbrella terms are employed. This is to prevent the projection of any 

unknown factors, such as gender expression or sexuality, onto the past. For example, the term 

“lesbian,” which was not commonly used until the end of the twentieth century, will not be used to 

describe a person in the mid-nineteenth century.9 A brief discussion of certain terms present in 

this document is included below. Additional information on the theories and histories that 

informed this terminology is included in the Historical Background section. 

For much of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, Americans were unfamiliar with the concept 

of sexual identity. As such, the term “same-sex sexuality” is typically used in this document to 

indicate those persons who engaged in sex with, or identified an attraction to, a person of the 

same sex. The term “homosocial” is used for clearly defined same-sex cultures that emerged in the 

nineteenth century and were often associated with “romantic friendships.” “Romantic friendships” 

were especially common in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries and denoted a particularly 

close and socially accepted same-sex relationship.10  

In 1869, the term “homosexual” was coined, although it did not gain wide usage in the United 

States (along with the term “heterosexual”) until the mid-twentieth century.11 For those persons 

expressing gender in a way considered outside of society’s social norms of the time, the terms 

“gender nonconforming” or “gender-crossing” are used. The terms “cross-dressing” and “cross-

 
8 Graves and Dubrow, 313. 
9 As articulated by Lilian Faderman when describing female romances: “In the context of their day, the general absence of a name for 
their loves and lives is not surprising. I have found no articulated concepts of lesbianism in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries with which they would have been entirely comfortable.” Lillian Faderman, To Believe in Women: What Lesbians Have Done for 
America—A History (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1999), 4. 
10 Dáša Frančkíová, “Romantic Friendship,” in Understanding and Teaching U.S. Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, and Transgender History ed. Leila 

J. Rupp and Susan K. Freeman (Madison, University of Wisconsin Press, 2014), 143; Michael Bronski, A Queer History of the United 

States (Boston: Beacon Press, 2011), 32. 
11 The term was first published in the United States in an 1892 article by Dr. James G. Kiernan. Bronski, 90. 
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dresser” are used in this context to refer to a large group of varied people with many different 

reasons for dressing in the garb of the other sex.  

By the mid-twentieth century, the term “gay” was increasingly used as an umbrella term that 

encompassed both men and women. Following the gay liberation movement of the 1960s and 

1970s, the terms “gay,” “homosexual,” “lesbian,” “transgender” and “queer,” were more widely 

adopted. These terms are expressed in the acronym LGBTQ for “lesbian,” “gay,” “bisexual,” 

“transgender/transsexual” and “queer” or “questioning.” The acronym has also been elongated to 

LGBTQIA, adding “intersex” and “asexual,” “allied” or “aromantic.” The plus sign (+) has also been 

added to capture all non-heteronormative identities not specified in the acronym. This historic 

context statement adopts the term LGBTQ+ for greater inclusivity. 

This historic context statement uses several umbrella terms. The term “heteronormative” is used 

when describing a society’s commonly held belief that heterosexuality is the normal or preferred 

sexual orientation. In this paradigm, social expectations around gender and sexuality align with 

American ideals of the heterosexual male or female. Similarly, the terms “nonconforming” and 

“nonconformity” are used to identify those expressions that deviated from socially held norms. 

Finally, for better inclusion, the term “queer” is employed when referring to a diversity of sexual 

orientations. The LGBTQ+ community has generally reclaimed the term “queer” to reference a 

broad range of identities and reflect the fluidity of gender and sexuality.  

An individual’s pronouns are used when self-identified (she/her; he/him; they/them). Additionally, 

they/them pronouns are used in cases where an individual was non-heteronormative, expressed 

multiple genders, or no records exist as to their preferred or used pronouns. 
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SECTION 1. HISTORICAL BACKGROUND  

The history of gender identity and human sexuality in America is the subject of lively scholarly 

debate. Historians are actively tracing the political, medical, and social construction of identities 

and categories such as “gender” and “sexuality,” to better understand how they were established 

and popularized in American society and how they have changed over time.  

This section provides a general history of the social perception of gender and sexuality in Riverside 

from the mid-nineteenth century to the early twenty-first century. It is organized chronologically 

and explores the history of gender and sexuality and its relationship to LGBTQ+ history in 

Riverside, along with a discussion of significant local events, people, places, and potential historic 

resources.  

NATIVE AMERICANS AND GENDER FLUIDITY 

At the time of European contact there were an estimated 400 Native American tribes in North 

America, representing a diverse array of social organizations, family structures, languages, and 

subsistence strategies. Present-day Riverside is the ancestral home to several Native American 

groups, including the Cahuilla (Ivilyuqaletem); Luiseño/Juaneño (Payómkawichum; Acjachemen); 

Serrano (Maarrênga’yam; Yuhaviatam); and Tongva (Gabrielino; Gabrieleno; Kizh).12 While tribal 

lands historically shifted, generally, the Luiseño were located to the northern portion of present-

day Riverside; Serrano to the east; Cahuilla to the south; and Tongva to the west.13 A neighboring 

tribe in eastern Riverside County was the Mohave (Mojave).  

Within the diversity of Native American groups, comparative studies show that one of the most 

widely shared features amongst tribes was the presence of alternative gender roles, including third 

or fourth genders, or a cultural, social, and religious space for blurred gender. The existence of 

gender diversity has been documented in over 150 tribes, at least 36 of which have ancestral lands 

located in California.14 British, French, and American explorers and colonists who encountered 

Native Americans that took on the dress and tribal duties of the other sex often referred to them 

as “berdache,” a name derived from the Arabic word for a young male prostitute.15 Another term 

used in colonial California was “joya,” possibly a Spanish translation of the Chumash term “coia” 

which referred to people who took on different gender expressions.16 Beginning in the 1980s, some 

 
12 This historic context statement acknowledges and respects that each Native American tribe has the right for self-identification and 

for that choice to be honored. Because the area that now comprises the City of Riverside is in the ancestral home of several distinct 

Native American tribes, this historic context statement adopts a single name when referring to each tribe. Other names that are 

associated with the group are included in the first mention of a tribe in parenthesis to foster greater inclusivity in the discussion of 

Riverside’s original inhabitants. 
13 Native Land Digital, accessed on January 17, 2023 at: https://native-land.ca/ 
14 Will Roscoe, Changing Ones: Third and Fourth Genders in Native North America (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1998), 7. 
15 Roscoe, 7. 
16 The term has been identified as both of Native American origin (derived from the Chumash word “coia”) and as a Spanish translation 

of the Chumash term for male berdache “’axi;” Roscoe, 176. 
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Native American scholars have rejected these terms for their colonial origins and have instead 

employed the term “two-spirit.”17  

Historians have found that alternative gender expression served different purposes for various 

tribes and could be both liberatory and punitive.18 In the greater Riverside area, both ethnographic 

interviews and historical records evidence the presence of persons with alternative gender 

identities amongst both the Luiseño and Tongva.19  

SPANISH AND MEXICAN ERAS 

From the sixteenth through eighteenth centuries, Spanish explorers sailed along the west coast of 

North America on behalf of the Spanish empire. This territory included the present-day state of 

California, which encompassed the area known as Alta-California. Early explorers included 

Hernando de Alarcón in 1540 and Juan Rodriguez Cabrillo in 1542. Alarcón and Cabrillo were 

amongst the first Europeans to set foot on California soil. 

The earliest recorded Spanish account of perceived nonconforming gender among Native 

Americans in this territory was likely by Hernando de Alarcón. Traveling along the coast of 

present-day Baja California in 1540, Alarcón recounted that “there were among these Indians three 

or foure [sic] men in women’s apparel.”20 He also documented the Yuma (Quechan) tribe, whose 

ancestral lands are located in eastern Riverside and Imperial Counties in California, as practicing a 

third gender role, in which the traits of men and women were combined.21 

In 1769, the Spanish government dispatched an expedition led by Captain Gaspar de Portolá, the 

newly appointed governor of Baja California, and Franciscan Father Junípero Serra to establish the 

first Spanish settlement in Alta California. Portolá founded a military outpost at the Presidio of San 

Diego, thereby claiming Alta California as Spanish territory. The Franciscans subsequently 

 
17 Scott Lauria Morgensen, Spaces Between US: Queer Settler Colonialism and Indigenous Decolonialization (Minneapolis: University of 

Minnesota Press, 2011); Quo-Li Driskill, Queer Indigenous Studies: Critical Interventions in Theory, Politics, and Literature (Tucson, AZ: 

University of Arizona Press, 2011); Gregory D. Smithers, Reclaiming Two-Spirits: Sexuality, Spiritual Renewal & Sovereignty in Native 

America (Boston, MA: Beacon Press, 2022). 
18 Scholars debate the role of alternative gender expression amongst Native Americans. For additional information see: Charles 

Callender and Lee M. Kochems, “The North American Berdache,” Current Anthropology 24, no. 4 (August-October 1983); Roscoe, 

Changing Ones: Third and Fourth Genders in Native North America; Walter L. Williams, The Spirit and the Flesh: Sexual Diversity in 

American Indian Culture (Boston, MA: Beacon Press, 1986); Two Spirit People, ed. Sue-Ellen Jacobs, Wesley Thomas, and Sabine Lang 

(Urbana, IL: University of Illinois Press, 1997); Ramon Gutierrez “Warfare, Homosexuality, and Gender Status Among American Indian 

Men,” in Long Before Stonewall, ed. Thomas A. Foster (New York, NY: New York University Press, 2007); Bronski, A Queer History of 

the United States, 3. 
19 The Cahuilla do not recognize the existence of two-spirits in their tribe. See: Will Roscoe, “Native Americans,” GLBTQ, (2015), 

accessed on January 17, 2023, at: http://www.glbtqarchive.com/ssh/native_americans_S.pdf 
20 Hernando de Alarcón, The Relation of the Nauigation and Discovery which Captaine Fernando Alarchon Made… vol. 4 of The Principal 

Nauigations, Voiages, Traffiques & Discoveries of the English Nation… ed. Richard Hakluyt 12 vols. (Glasgow: J. MacLehose, New York, 

NY: Macmillan, 1903-1905) in Jonathan Ned Katz, Gay American History: Lesbians & Gay Men in the U.S.A (New York, NY: Meridian, 

1992), 285. 
21 Richard C. Trexler, Sex and Conquest: Gendered Violence, Political Order, and the European Conquest of the Americas (Ithaca, NY: 

Cornell University Press, 1995), 92. 
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established 21 missions in California, including the Mission San Gabriel Arcángel (San Gabriel 

Mission), which was located approximately 45 miles west of present-day Riverside.   

These efforts marked the beginning of a coordinated campaign by the Spanish missionaries and 

military to impose European religious beliefs and social and cultural ideals upon the existing 

indigenous population, leading to the widespread abuse of, and injury to, Native Americans 

through enslavement, forced religious conversion, and the introduction of infectious diseases. 

European religious and social dogma held that people who did not uphold Christianity’s 

expectations for gender expression and sexual behavior were less than human.22  

Several Spanish expeditions traveled through the area that would become Riverside County on 

their way to the San Gabriel Mission. Juan Bautista de Anza’s first and second expeditions traveled 

through the area in 1774 and 1776, respectively. Much of de Anza’s first journey was recorded by 

Jesuit Father Pedro Font. Font wrote the following regarding the Yuma (Quechan): 

Among the women I saw some men dressed like women, with whom they go 

about regularly, never joining the men. The commander called them mamaricados, 

because the Yumas call effeminate men maricas. I asked who these men were, and 

they replied that they were not men like the rest, and for this reason they went 

around covered this way. From this I inferred they must be hermaphrodites, but 

from what I learned later I understood that they were sodomites, dedicated to 

nefarious practices. From all the forgoing I conclude that in this matter of 

incontinence there will be much to do when the Holy Faith and the Christian 

religion are established among them.23  

The Luiseño/Juaneño at the Mission San Juan Capistrano also had third gender roles, as later 

recalled by Father Geronimo Boscana in 1846: 

One of the many singularities that prevailed among these Indians was that of 

marrying males with males… Whilst yet in infancy they were selected, and 

instructed as they increased in years, in all the duties of the women—in their mode 

of dress—of walking, and dancing; so that in almost every particular, they 

resembled females. Being more robust than the women, they were better able to 

perform the arduous duties required of the wife, and for this reason, they were 

often selected by the chiefs and others, and on the day of the wedding a grand 

feast was given.24   

 
22 Bronski, 5. 
23 Pedro Font, Font’s Complete Diary of the Second Anza Expedition, trans. and ed., Herbert Eugene Bolton, vol. 4 of Anza’s California 

Expeditions (5 vols, Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1931), 105. 
24 Geronimo Boscana, Chinigchinich: A Historical Account of the Origin, Customs, and Traditions of the Indians at the Missionary 

Establishment of St. Juan Capistrano, Alta California Called the Acagchemem Nation (Franciscan Publications, 1846), Digital Commons 

at CSUMB: 283-284. 
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Boscana noted that these individuals were called “Cuit” at the mission; “Uluqui” in the mountains; 

and “Coias” in other parts of the territory. Among the tribe, Cuit expressed male and female 

sexuality and inhabited a unique role in the tribe.25  

Tongva informant Felícitas Montaña also confirmed that third gender roles existed amongst the 

Tongva when interviewed by anthropologist John P. Harrington in the early twentieth century. 

According to Montaña, elaborate rituals marked the emergence of these individuals, and they 

often lived with men and accompanied women in female-related tasks, such as seed gathering.26 

The Franciscans violently punished those exhibiting third gender roles. In 1777, Junípero Serra 

found a Chumash man and a Coia (the term used for third gender) at the Mission San Antonio de 

Padua committing “the nefarious sin.” They were punished and were never again seen at the 

mission. Serra predicted that with the establishment of the missions “these detestable people will 

be eradicated and that this most abominable of vices will be exterminated.”27 After several similar 

incidents, the Franciscans began to exclude persons with alternative genders from the missions.28 

They also made a concerted effort to wipe out “berdachism”29 in California. By the 1820s, Boscana 

at the San Juan Capistrano reported that while berdachism was once very common among the 

Native Americans, “at the present time this horrible custom is entirely unknown among them.”30 

Despite this statement, third gender roles continued to exist in several Native American 

communities. 

Following the secularization of the Mission system by Mexico in 1834, lands owned by the 

California missions were divided into land grants. In 1838, Juan Bandini was granted the Rancho 

Jurupa, an approximately 40,500-acre land grant that encompassed the area that is now downtown 

Riverside. Early settlements in the area included Agua Mansa and La Placita, collectively known as 

San Salvador. Settled by Spanish-speaking residents of Spanish, Mexican, and Native American 

descent, San Salvador boasted approximately 200 residents by 1855.31 In 1850, California became a 

U.S. State. This brought about a new period of migration and immigration, as people of various 

backgrounds settled in the newly American territory.  

  

 
25 James A. Sandos, Converting California (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2004), 26. 
26 John P. Harrington, “Culture Element Distributions: XIX Central California Coast,” Anthropological Records 7, no. 1 (Berkeley: 

University of California Press, 1942): 32. 
27 C. Scott Williams, trans. Francisco Palou, “Life and Apostolic Labors of the Venerable Father Junipero Serra,” (Pasadena, CA: George 
Warton James, 1913): 215. 
28 Andrew Gilden, “Preserving the Seeds of Gender Fluidity: Tribal Courts and the Berdache Tradition,” Michigan Journal of Gender & 
Law 13, no. 2 (2007): 248. 
29 Berdachism was the term occasionally applied by the Spanish to persons occupying a third gender. 
30 Boscana, 284. 
31 Debi Howell-Ardila, Rincon Consultants, Inc., Riverside Latino Historic Context Statement, prepared for the City of Riverside (2018), 
21. 
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EARLY UNDERSTANDINGS: CHURCH, LAW, AND SCIENCE, 

1850-1939 

Prior to the nineteenth century, ecclesiastical authorities conceived of nonconforming sexuality as 

a sin, or essentially a theological-moral phenomenon. By the nineteenth century, legislative bodies 

increasingly declared it a crime, or a legal matter.32 Within the judicial system, the consequences of 

living an open or suspected queer life were punishable by threat of bodily harm, penal reform, and 

even death. In Riverside, early legal and medical understandings of perceived gender and sexual 

nonconformance are evident in legislation and court cases. Sodomy laws, morals charges, and 

vagrancy laws were used to enforce social and cultural “normative” behaviors.  

The following section explores the history of sexuality and gender in American society in general, 

and Riverside specifically, from the admittance of California to the Union in 1850 to just before the 

country’s entrance into World War II. The lack of documentation of LGBTQ+ history during this 

period is the result of the discriminatory laws and social prejudices that forced LGBTQ+ people to 

live closeted lives.  

Early Sodomy Laws and Medicalization 

The American government’s policing of sexuality in California began with the state’s admission to 

the Union in 1850. American law heavily relied on Judeo-Christian religious doctrine, and the legal 

persecution of sodomy, or anal copulation, was no exception. The primary historical justification 

for penalizing sodomy derived from its perceived undermining of marriage and its denial of the 

procreative imperative of Roman Catholic natural law and Protestant (Puritan) fundamentalism.  

In the late nineteenth century, religious and legal discourse held that sexual activity between 

people of the same sex was “unnatural,” or contrary to what “natural law” intended. From this 

argument came the language of “unnatural acts” and codification of the crime of sodomy as the 

“infamous crime against nature.”33 This terminology dominated the laws adopted by new states and 

territories. Laws against “sodomy, buggary, and crimes against nature,”—often collectively referred 

to as “sodomy laws”— were adopted in states across the United States in the mid-nineteenth 

century, including California.34  

“CRIME AGAINST NATURE” (1850) 

At the time of its admission to the Union in 1850, the Statutes of California Chapter 99 §48 

included “crime against nature.” As recorded: 

 
32 Katz, Gay American History, 130. 
33 Bronski, 25. 
34 William Eskridge, GayLaw: Challenging the Apartheid of the Closet (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1999), 158. 
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§ 48. The infamous crime against nature, either with man or beast, shall subject 

the offender to be punished by imprisonment in the State Prison for a term not 

less than five years, and which may extend to life.35 

By 1881, laws criminalizing sodomy were adopted in thirty-six of the thirty-nine states in the 

Union. Despite this prolific criminalization, the crime of sodomy was limited in its application. 

Sodomy laws criminalized “unnatural” intercourse between men and women and men and men but 

did not apply to women and women. Moreover, the crime was rarely applied to consenting same-

sex American adults in a court of law; in 1881, a total of sixty-three prisoners were incarcerated for 

crimes against nature in the entire country. Two-thirds of those imprisoned under sodomy charges 

were people of color and foreign immigrants.36 In many regards, Americans viewed the “crime 

against nature” as a “foreign infection threatening to native purity.”37  

Sodomy laws were significant for situating certain sexual expressions outside the normal 

protections of the law. As pointed out by legal theorist and historian William Eskridge, sodomy 

laws stigmatized certain conduct while also normalizing the conduct not prohibited. In this way, 

Eskridge argues, sodomy laws reflected at least three different normalizing regimes of the 

nineteenth centurythat sexual acts must be: consensual and mutual; procreative and occur within 

the constraints of marriage; and gendered or heterosexual. Through the enactment of sodomy 

laws, society increasingly categorized nonheteronormative sexuality as an illegal vice and a “social 

problem.”38   

In Riverside, one of the first recorded trials for the “crime against nature” occurred in 1893; in this 

case, the Grand Jury found that evidence against the two male defendants was “insufficient to 

warrant a conviction.”39 In 1896, a trial for sodomy in neighboring Redlands resulted in the 

defendant sentenced to seven years in state prison.40  

THE “SCIENCE” OF SEXUALITY AND GENDER 

The history of the medicalization of sexuality and gender has evolved over time. As identified by 

scholar Jonathan Ned Katz, in America there has been a historical change in the perception of 

“homosexuality from sin to crime to sickness.”41 

Prior to the nineteenth century, same-sex sexuality and gender nonconformity were considered 

within the authoritative discourses of religion and law. This changed in the mid- to late-nineteenth 

century, with the growing credibility of medical practices in the United States. The establishment 

of specialized medical training and standards of practice, alongside several breakthroughs in the 

management of contagious diseases, gave credence to the newly disciplined medical order. Medical 

 
35 Statues of California 1850, page 229, ch. 99, enacted April 16, 1850. 
36 Eskridge, GayLaw, 19, 158. 
37 William Eskridge, Dishonorable Passions: Sodomy Laws in America, 1861-2003 (New York, NY: Penguin Group, 2008), 23. 
38 Eskridge, GayLaw, 161. 
39 “Grand Jury Report,” Riverside Enterprise, January 26, 1893. 
40 “Harry Cottrell,” Redlands Facts, October 12, 1896 and October 24, 1896. 
41 Jonathan Katz, Gay American History (New York, NY: Meridian, 1992), 130. 
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schools, which excluded women and most men of color, ensured greater conformity in theories and 

practices among the ruling-class white men that dominated the profession.  

It is within this context that a uniquely medical approach to the subject of same-sex sexuality 

emerged in the medical field. Physicians and psychiatrists, positioning themselves as medical and 

scientific authorities, increasingly sought to identify and cure the cause of same-sex sexuality, and 

determine whether it was innate or acquired. The medicalization of sexuality was based on strict 

gender roles (man = masculine, woman = feminine). When the term “homosexual” was adopted in 

America, it referenced a medical construct and new way of identifying a person engaging in certain 

sexual acts as a type of person.42 Medical experts engaged in this debate increasingly inhabited a 

new discipline: sexology.43  

Early sexologist theorists debated the cause of “inversion,” a so-called sexual pathology in which a 

male or female revealed the physical or psychological characteristics of the opposite sex.44 

Sexology proponents argued that the gender of a person who desired their own sex was somehow 

reversed, or the result of physical, emotional, or psychological “inversion.” The metaphysical 

explanation for same-sex attraction was published widely and the idea of the “invert” or “third sex” 

came to influence the lasting stereotypes of the mannish lesbian and the effeminate homosexual 

male.45 Sexologists Karl Heinrich Ulrichs, Richard von Krafft-Ebing, and Havelock Ellis all posed 

theories on the origin and reason for “inversion” or “homosexuality” from an inborn benign 

anomaly to a congenital defect in a person’s brain.  

Into the twentieth century, growing evidence that same-sex sexuality was not based on sexual 

inversion spurred the development of psychogenic theories, proposed by psychoanalysts. Mostly 

led by pioneer psychoanalyst Sigmund Freud, psychogenic theorists asserted that same-sex 

sexuality was not hereditary, nor a congenital defect manifesting in sexual inversion, but rather a 

“perversion” of the normal sex drive. These perversions were thought to occur because of stresses 

and strains of psychosexual development (from a combination of nature and nurture). Freud 

argued that same-sex sexuality was a symptom of “arrested development” in adolescence that 

prevented the young man or woman from moving on to “normal” attraction to members of the 

opposite sex. Despite the negative connotations of “arrested development,” Freud tried to remove 

the moral and legal criticism of homosexuality.46 

Few of Freud’s followers continued his attempt to destigmatize homosexuality. Instead, many 

psychoanalysts of his era argued that if homosexuality wasn’t congenital, then perhaps the 

childhood “damage” could be fixed, and the “arrested development” could be overcome.47 

Treatments or “cures” for nonheteronormative sexuality and gender were often aimed at 

 
42 David D. Doyle, “Nineteenth-Century Male Love Stories and Sex Stories,” in Rupp and Freeman, 139. 
43 Jennifer Terry, An American Obsession: Science, Medicine, and Homosexuality in Modern Society (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago 
Press, 2000), 41-42. 
44 Eskridge, Dishonorable Passions, 47. 
45 Bronski, 95-96. 
46 Terry, 55-56; Neil Miller, Out of the Past: Gay and Lesbian History from 1869 to the present (New York, NY: Vintage Books, 1995), 23. 
47 Miller, 25; K. S. Morgan and R. M. Nerison, “Homosexuality and Psychopolitics: An Historical Overview,” Psychotherapy 30 (1993): 
134. 
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asexualization or heterosexual reorientation. Among the treatments employed were surgical 

measures, including castration, hysterectomies, and vasectomies; drug therapies; hypnosis; shock 

treatments; aversion therapy; and other behavioral therapies.48  

MEDICAL INSTITUTIONS  

Beginning in the early twentieth century, medical practitioners sought to analyze and diagnose 

persons who had perceived nonconforming sexuality and/or gender expressions. For patients 

committed in Riverside, medical institutions included the Griffith & Tucker Sanitorium and the 

Patton State Hospital. 

The Griffith & Tucker Sanatorium was established in 1912 by doctors Thomas R. Griffith and 

George E. Tucker as a tuberculosis sanatorium. The institution occupied approximately 7 ½ acres 

near the present-day intersection of Linden Street and Watkins Drive at the base of the Box 

Springs mountains in Riverside (demolished). It was improved with ten three-room cottages and a 

six-room bungalow.49 As recounted in the story of James A. Baker below, Griffith & Tucker worked 

with patients suffering from a variety of maladies in addition to those suffering from tuberculosis. 

They also advised the legal system on certain perceived medical cases, including those involving 

nonheteronormative sexuality and gender.  

Located in San Bernardino, Patton State Hospital was the site of incarceration for several Riverside 

residents who “suffered from sex perversion” and is thereby inextricably linked to the City’s 

history. Patton State Hospital’s population grew from 1,372 in 1910 to 4,128 in 1950.50  

Progressive Era Legislation 

In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, state and local sodomy laws were expanded in 

response to new social anxieties of the era. The massive influx of residents into urban areas, 

expanded roles for women, and a shift in the racial balance, led to anxieties that moral, social, and 

class lines were changing. During the Progressive Era, which generally spanned from the 1880s to 

the 1920s, there was an increased effort to reform and control society in the United States. A strict 

heteronormative interpretation of legal rhetoric and enforcement permeated court cases in 

Riverside during this period. 

Increased urbanization, an expanding middle class, and a growing number of women involved in 

the labor and reform movements brought issues of gender inequality to the forefront of political 

thought. Women challenged existing gender relations and distribution of power. The “New 

Woman” had entered American society and intellectual life. These women were mostly middle-

class white women who were able to enter the workforce, earn higher educations, and avoid 

marriage and children.51 The “New Woman” was part of first-wave feminism; she demanded rights 

 
48 Katz, Gay American History, 129. 
49 The sanitorium was in operation until at least the 1930s. “To Begin on Sanatorium,” Riverside Daily Press, February 24, 1912; “Opening 
New Institution,” Riverside Daily Press, May 25, 1912; “Astronomers Meet Here This Evening,” Riverside Daily Press, July 11, 1932. 
50 Patton State Hospital is discussed in greater depth in the eugenic movement chapter; Stern, 118. 
51 Eskridge, Dishonorable Passions, 41. 
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and privileges that were customarily accorded only to white middle-class men, ushering in decades 

of debate on the social and sexual legitimacy of female personhood.52   

By the turn of the twentieth century, prostitution had helped popularize non-procreative sex, 

although many Americans saw the female prostitute as the antithesis of “True Womanhood” for 

engaging in nonprocreative sex outside of marriage.53 The rise of prostitution also coincided with a 

rise of sexually transmitted diseases. Largely supported by middle-class urban society, reformers 

sought to limit deviation from an increasingly rigid view of appropriate gender roles and sexuality.54 

To this end, Americans formed hundreds of social purity and social hygiene groups that sought to 

change American attitudes toward sex by bringing attention to issues of “dangerous” sexuality, 

specifically prostitution and venereal disease, while also extolling desirable moral standards and 

family life. Groups included the Union for Concerted Moral Effort; National Union for Practical 

Progress; National Congress of Mothers; and American Purity Alliance, among others.55  

Throughout California, including in Riverside, vagrancy laws were used to monitor and harass 

people identified as “degenerate,” including those who engaged in same-sex sexual relations.56 In 

1886, the City of Riverside adopted Ordinance No. 61, “Relating to Vagrants and Vagrancy.” 

Ordinance No. 61 defined “vagrants” as including “every lewd and dissolute person who frequents 

or lives in or about houses of ill fame” and “every common prostitute found within the corporate 

limits of this city.”57 The crime of vagrancy was punishable by a fine between one and one hundred 

dollars and imprisonment in city prison or county jail for between five days and three months. In 

1903, California simplified and broadened its vagrancy law to anyone who was a “common 

prostitute” or an “idle, or lewd, or dissolute person.”58 The crusade against vagrancy and 

prostitution continued into the twentieth century with several raids in Riverside in the 1910s.59  

In addition to prostitution and vagrancy, persons who fell outside socially acceptable ideals for 

gender and sexuality were increasingly stigmatized, and society constructed caricatures of “socially 

dangerous” persons. As noted by Eskridge, “The country was in the throes of a sex panic: the 

sexuality represented by the homosexual child molester, the black rapist, and the vampire lesbian” 

came to define discussions of nonconforming sexuality and gender.60 These anxieties peaked when 

several mass arrests of gay men made national news. The arrests in Portland, Oregon (1912-1913); 

Long Beach, California (1914-1915); and San Francisco, California (1918) were sensationalized in 

newspaper articles across the country. The seeming increase in “social vagrancy” of these cases, 

 
52 Eskridge, Dishonorable Passions, 41. 
53 Eskridge, Dishonorable Passions, 44. 
54 John C. Burnham, “The Progressive Era Revolution in American Attitudes Toward Sex,” The Journal of American History 59, no. 4 
(March 1973), 885-886; Eskridge, GayLaw, 20. 
55 Bronski, 87. 
56 There was one case of the “crime against nature” in Riverside in 1902. Biennial Report of the Attorney General of the State of 
California (1900-1902): 80. 
57 “City of Riverside – Ordinance No. 61,” Riverside Daily Press, September 16, 1886. 
58 Eskridge, Dishonorable Passions, 59; Kelly Lytle Hernandez, City of Inmates (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina, 2017). 
59 “Woman Arrested,” Riverside Enterprise, May 1, 1910; “Raid Late Last Night Discovers Conditions That Are Quite Un-Riversidelike,” 

Riverside Enterprise, August 2, 1913. 
60 Eskridge, Dishonorable Passions, 40. 



 

Historic Resources Group               Riverside LGBTQ+ Historic Context Statement   17 

coupled with the rise of the Progressive Movement, influenced a revolution in American sodomy 

laws, in which many states redefined sodomy to include oral sex.61  

CALIFORNIA PENAL CODE SECTION 288A (1915) 

In 1915, California was the first state to designate “cunnilingus” and “fellatio” as felonies. California 

added Section 288a “relating to sex perversions” to the Penal Code. As recorded: 

288a. The acts technically known as fellatio and cunnilingus are hereby declared 

felonies and any person convicted of the commission of either thereof shall be 

punished by imprisonment in the state prison for not more than fifteen years.62 

The expansion of sodomy laws to include oral sex had a profound impact on the criminalization of 

nonheteronormative sexuality. As argued by historian William Eskridge: 

The reconfiguration of sodomy laws to include oral sex was an essential move in 

the expansion of arrests after 1880. Because oral sex was more widespread than 

anal sex and could be accomplished more quickly and in compact spaces, such as a 

public restroom, its criminalization was a necessary prelude to heightened police 

enforcement and the creation of sodomy stakeouts in big cities. Oral sex could also 

be perpetrated by women with other women, and for the first time in Anglo-

American history lesbian relationships could be made illegal.63 

While sodomy laws penalized and criminalized certain acts at the state level, some local ordinances 

went even further to police citizens’ behavior. Riverside was one such city to adopt a local 

ordinance to stem the rise of “moral crimes.”  

RIVERSIDE LOCAL ORDINANCE 286 (1918) 

In 1918, the City of Riverside adopted Ordinance No. 286 as “an emergency measure for the 

immediate preservation of the public space, health and safety” of the community.64 Described as a 

“Drastic Anti-Vice Ordinance,” Ordinance No. 286 sought to address “morality” issues in the city, 

specifically the existence of “disorderly houses,” or brothels. As recorded in the Riverside Daily 

Press, the ordinance was brought to vote with an “anti-kissing clause.” A delegation that urged the 

council to adopt the ordinance without change, especially as regarding the “kissless clause,” argued 

that military camps and unsanitary considerations made the clause necessary.65 

 
61 Eskridge, GayLaw, 158. 
62 Statues and Amendments to the Codes of California 1915, page 1022, chapter 586, enacted June 1, 1915. 
63 Eskridge, GayLaw, 159. 
64 “Drastic Anti-Vice Ordinance Adopted with But Slight Change,” Riverside Daily Press, April 23, 1918; “Legal Notices: Ordinance No. 

286 (New Series),” Riverside Daily Press, April 24, 1924. 
65 “Drastic Anti-Vice Ordinance Adopted with But Slight Change,” Riverside Daily Press, April 23, 1918. 
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The City Council debated the issue, and although at first hesitant to include the word “kiss,” it 

ultimately decided to insert the word “promiscuous” before the word for clarity. The ordinance was 

officially adopted, reading: 

Section 11— It shall be unlawful for persons to indulge in caressing, hugging, 

fondling, spooning, promiscuous kissing, etc. while in or upon or about or near any 

of the streets, walks, drives, parks or other public spaces in the city of Riverside.66 

The ordinance also addressed social concerns for the “moral wellbeing” of Riverside regarding 

disorderly houses. Sections 1 through 10 established rules and regulations for lodging houses and 

hotels in an attempt to end “prostitution, fornication or lewdness” and “lascivious co-habitation, 

adultery, fornication, or other immoral practice[s].” 67 Section 8 specified that it was unlawful for 

“any person to invite or entice or suggest to any person or persons” that they “follow him or her to 

any place for immoral purposes or where immoral acts are indulged in.”68 The Ordinance charged 

the Chief of Police with enforcement and mandated that violation of its provisions be punishable 

by up to a $500 fine and 180 days in City Jail.69 

Following passage of the ordinance, Riverside was heavily criticized by news outlets, including the 

Los Angeles Times: 

The anti-kiss ordinance is described as a war measure, and surely it is. No wonder 

they say war is hell. If there is to be no kissing until after the war we don’t care 

how quick it is over with—we mean the war. Are our soldiers and sailors to go away 

unkissed?... It seems that it spoils our warriors and at the same time tears down 

that chaste barrier of modesty which is presumed to shield our maidens… Will the 

wave of regulation never subside?70 

According to the Los Angeles Times, men stationed at the nearby military base March Field felt the 

clause was aimed at them and the city was “subjected to unfortunate notoriety by reason of its 

adoption.”71 The Riverside Enterprise criticized the then-mayor for the ordinance, writing: “It would 

appear the better part of wisdom to talk about the practical problems of running a city instead of 

whether wives like to be kissed goodbye or whether it is proper to hug a sweet young thing on a 

bench in the park.”72 In 1919, a year after adoption, the “anti-kissing clause” of the ordinance was 

annulled by the City Council.73 

 
66 “Legal Notices: Ordinance No. 286 (New Series),” Riverside Daily Press, April 24, 1924. 
67 “Legal Notices: Ordinance No. 286 (New Series),” Riverside Daily Press, April 24, 1924. 
68 “Legal Notices: Ordinance No. 286 (New Series),” Riverside Daily Press, April 24, 1924. 
69 Ordinance No. 138 appears to have reiterated these sections several months later in July of 1918; “Legal Notices: Ordinance No. 138,” 

Riverside Daily Press, July 10, 1918. 
70 “Kissless Town,” Los Angeles Times, May 20, 1918. 
71 “Riverside Discards Kissing Ordinance,” Los Angeles Times, January 15, 1919, 19. 
72 “Sight Seeing as Nymphs Dip at Riverside: Riverside Paper Roasts Pastor-Mayor Because of His ‘Sex’ Interviews,” The San Bernardino 
County Sun, June 16, 1919. 
73 “Riverside Discards Kissing Ordinance,” Los Angeles Times, January 15, 1919, 19. 
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Gender Impersonation and Masquerading 

In addition to sodomy laws, which targeted perceived nonconforming sexual practices, traditional 

gender roles were monitored in Riverside. During the Progressive Era, some Americans worried 

that the “soft” modern life had stripped men of masculinity, and increased rights had stripped 

women of femininity. Popular figures, including President Theodore Roosevelt, extolled “manly” 

pursuits in the face of society’s perceived decline in masculine vigor.74 Society increasingly came to 

see those men who were not “masculine” as threatening the social order. As argued by historian 

David F. Greenberg, “The preservation of male domination in the face of women’s aspirations to 

equality depended on men possessing qualities that clearly differentiated them from women. It 

consequently became necessary to police men who lacked those qualities just as much as women 

who exhibited them. Continued male rule required that male effeminacy be repudiated.”75  

Specifically, gender was socially streamlined and constrained through the establishment of laws 

aimed at penalizing cross-dressing throughout California, including in Riverside. As historians have 

noted, there were many reasons that people dressed as the opposite sex, including to complete 

work associated with a gender; for a sense of security; for entertainment; to commit crimes; and 

for gender identity expressions.76 In Riverside, the rationale for cross-dressing was varied. For 

example, in 1912, a man dressed as a woman for disguise while committing crimes.77 Sumptuary 

laws were used to restrict gender expressions, and those who broke with these social norms were 

often publicly criticized. In 1891, an editor of the Riverside Enterprise wrote of the “manly woman 

of today” and her dress: 

If women want to use canes, let them do so. We will not pass an ordinance against 

it, but it is to our mind and way of thinking, unbecoming their sex. Bye and bye, 

[sic] the dear girls will want to dress as men do nowadays. The divided skirt is a 

stupendous stride in this direction. Some of the queer maidens take pattern after 

their brother, and I saw not long since a young lady who had on a supposable vest, 

black necktie and a kid’s hat similar to the one worn by all representatives of 

perfect dudeism [sic].78 

Ordinances were passed to penalize persons concealing or misrepresenting their sex. Between 

1863 and 1900, 34 cities passed anti-cross-dressing laws across 21 states. Eleven more states 

passed such laws between 1900 and 1914.79 In 1903, California made it a misdemeanor to 

“personif[y] anyone other than himself” with the “intent of accomplishing any lewd or licentious 

purpose.”80  

 
74 Ullman, 48. 
75 Greenberg, 388. 
76 Peter Boag, Re-Dressing America’s Frontier Past (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2011); Marjorie Garber, Vested Interests: 
Cross Dressing & Cultural Anxiety (New York, NY: Routledge, 1992). 
77 “Claims Thief is Man in Woman’s Clothes,” Riverside Enterprise, February 15, 1912. 
78 “Facts and Fancies: Of Women Who Do Not Know How to Dress,” Riverside Enterprise, February 7, 1891. 
79 Red Vaughn Tremmel, “Industrial Capitalism and Emergent Sexual Cultures,” in Rupp and Freeman, 160; Eskridge,  
80 Eskridge, Dishonorable Passions, 59. 
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IMPERSONATION IN THE THEATER 

One of the only arenas in which cross-dressing was socially acceptable was the theater. In the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, cross-dressing on the stage appeared with ubiquity in 

California, specifically in male-to-female impersonators in vaudeville.  

In Riverside, vaudeville shows were held at the Loring Opera House, the Orpheum (also known as 

the Auditorium), and the Riverside Theater (now known as the Riverside Fox Performing Arts 

Center). Female impersonators performed in Riverside as early as 1912, and the popularity of these 

entertainers was described in several articles in the early 1900s. The Riverside Enterprise detailed 

that Mazie Martell, female impersonator, received such an enthusiastic reception at the Loring in 

March of 1912 that the theater’s management opted to extend Martell’s engagement.81   

Several entertainers who performed in Riverside during this time incorporated female 

impersonation into their vaudeville acts including the vaudeville duo, Rags and Tags; Mazie 

Martell; and Julian Eltinge. Eltinge performed frequently in Riverside and was lauded as “one of the 

greatest stars of the legitimate stage.”82  

  

Julian Eltinge in advertisement and on stage, 1919; 1913. Riverside Daily Press and Riverside Enterprise. 

Many men who donned women’s clothing came under scrutiny for their gender ambiguity and 

sexuality.83 There was increased pressure for female impersonators to cultivate an unquestionably 

masculine and heterosexual identity offstage.84 Julian Eltinge was pressured to exhibit highly 

 
81 “Complete Change at the Loring,” Riverside Enterprise, March 5, 1912. 
82 “Julian Eltinge Comes July 24,” Riverside Daily Press, November 14, 1914.  
83 Boag, 112. 
84 Ullman, 45. 


























































































































































































